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Bezeq corruption affair 


PM may have 
traded favors for 
media coverage 


Gidi Weitz 

Allegations that Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netan- 
yahu and Bezeq owner Shaul 
Elovitch collaborated to 
serve their mutual interests 
are backed up by evidence 
the Israel Securities Author- 
ity recently obtained. 

This evidence supports 
the claim, brought in an ex- 
pose by Haaretz, that the 
Bezeq-controlled Walla news 
site provided Netanyahu with 
coverage biased in his favor. 

The information also shows 
that another of Netanyahu’s 
confidants, whose name has 
not been mentioned in con- 
nection with this investiga- 
tion so far, is also involved. Al- 
though the authority has had 
this information for months, 
neither have its chairman 
Shmuel Hauser and his team 


questioned the confidant nor 
have the attorney general and 
state prosecutor instructed to 
open an investigation into the 
man’s doings. 

The authority obtained the 
latest evidence while probing 
the Bezeq corruption case. 
A source familiar with the 
details told Haaretz several 
weeks ago it was planning 
to look into them. However, 
this week the authority an- 
nounced it had completed 
its investigation, recom- 
mending to indict Elovitch, 
Bezeq CEO Stella Handler 
and other senior company 
executives, as well as ousted 
Communications Minister 
director general Shlomo Fil- 
ber, Netanyahu’s crony. 

Netanyahu, who until the 
beginning of the year served 
as communications minister 
as well, fired the previous di- 


rector general Avi Berger and 
appointed Filber in his place 
in May 2015, two days after 
the cabinet had been sworn in. 

The securities authority 
said ina statement that the in- 
vestigation into the case pro- 
duced evidence of “ongoing 
deliberate fraud activity” on 
Filber’s part to advance Be- 
zeq’s interests, among other 
things by leaking confiden- 
tial documents to company 
executives. 

The latter are suspected 
of adding comments to the 
documents and sometimes 
even rewriting them. 

The authority closed the 
investigation without inquir- 
ing into the evidence regard- 
ing Netanyahu and without 
answering the key question: 
What was Filber’s motive in 
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Israel hosts eight countries, including India 
and France, in its largest-ever air force drill 


ga 


A Dassault Mirage 2000D belon: 


ging to the French air force taking off during the “Blue Flag” multinational air defense exercise 


at the Ovda air force base, north of Eilat, on Wednesday. 


Yaniv Kubovich and DPA 


Over 70 aircrafts from 
eight countries are partici- 
patingin the largest air force 
exercise ever held in Israel. 

The two week-long Blue 


Saudi Arabia holding Lebanon’s 
outgoing PM, top officials say 


Haaretz and Reuters 


Lebanon believes that 
Saudi Arabia is holding 
leading Sunni Muslim poli- 
tician Saad Hariri and plans 
to work with foreign states 
to secure his return to the 
country, a top Lebanese gov- 
ernment official told Reuters 
on Thursday. 

Hariri resigned as prime 
minister on Saturday in 
a shock declaration read 
from Saudi Arabia, pitching 
Lebanon into deep political 
crisis and pushing the coun- 
try back to the forefront of 
a regional struggle between 
Saudi Arabia and Iran. 

Lebanese President Michel 
Aoun is seeking help from dip- 
lomats to uncover the mystery 


surrounding Hariri’s resigna- 
tion, al-Manar TV reported on 
Thursday. 

Hariri reportedly met the 
French Ambassador to Saudi 
Arabia Thursday in Riyadh, 
and has met EU, U.K. and U.S. 
diplomats in recent days. 

Meetings with ambas- 
sadors aim to ask for help in 
clarifying the circumstances 
that led to the resignation of 
Hariri, who has yet to return 
to Lebanon, an official source 
told Reuters. 

The sudden nature of his 
resignation has fueled wide- 
spread speculation in Leba- 
non that the Saudi-allied 
politician has been caught 
up in a regional power 
struggle between Iran and 
Saudi Arabia and coerced 


into stepping down. 

Saudi Arabia and Hariri 
aides have denied reports that 
he is under house arrest, but 
he has put out no statements 
himself denying his move- 
ments are being restricted. 

Saudi Arabia says the 
Iran-backed group Hezbol- 
lah had “hijacked” Leba- 
non’s political system. 

In his resignation speech, 
Hariri attacked Iran and 
Hezbollah for sowing strife 
in Arab states and said he 
feared assassination. 

“Lebanon is heading to- 
wards asking foreign and 
Arab states to put pressure 
on Saudi to release Prime 
Minister Saad al-Hariri,” said 
the official, who declined to 
be identified because the gov- 


ernment had yet to declare 
the initiative. 

The official said Hariri 
was still Lebanon’s prime 
minister, adding, “Keeping 
Hariri with restricted free- 
dom in Riyadh is an attack on 
Lebanese sovereignty. Our 
dignity is his dignity. We will 
work with [foreign] states to 
return him to Beirut.” 

Coinciding with a major 
anti-corruption purge of 
top Saudis, Hariri’s shock 
announcement has given 
rise to suggestions from 
Hezbollah and others that 
his Saudi business interests 
had embroiled him in the 
probe and he was forced to 
step down. 
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The real reason a U.K. minister lost 
her job after meeting Netanyahu 


Analysis Anshel Pfeffer 


The contrasting reactions 
in Jerusalem and London to 
the resignation of U.K. Inter- 
national Development Sec- 
retary Priti Patel is telling. 
The backstory is familiar by 
now: While on a family vaca- 
tion in Israel, Patel met with 
Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu and other senior 
figures, and visited places in- 
cluding an army field hospital 
in the Golan Heights. But she 
didn’t notify the Foreign Of- 
fice. In Britain, the headlines 
screamed of “secret” meet- 
ings and a severe breach of 
protocol. 

In Israel, politicians and 
pundits shrugged their shoul- 
ders. “So what?” one Israeli 
official asked. “She met with 
Netanyahu without telling the 
ambassador? That’s a reason 
to fire her? It must be an anti- 
Israel reaction.” 

From much of the coverage 
in Britain, there rises an aro- 
ma of high intrigue. A senior 
British minister was secretly 
meeting with the leaders of a 
foreign country, pursuing a 


personal agenda contrary to 
British policy. To make things 
worse, the meetings and vis- 
its were set up by Stuart Po- 
lak, an influential lobbyist, a 
member of the House of Lords 
and president of Conservative 
Friends of Israel. It all sounds 
very sinister. But was it? 
Boiled down, what Patel is 
guilty of is a breach of pro- 
tocol. Her meetings in Israel 
were secret only in the sense 
that she didn’t inform the se- 
nior officials of her own de- 
partment and the diplomats 
at the Foreign Office. If the 
meetings really were secret, a 
deputy minister at the Israeli 
Prime Minister’s Office, Mi- 
chael Oren, wouldn’t have told 
Britain’s ambassador to Isra- 
el, David Quarrey, and Middle 
East Minister Alistair Burt 
that day that Patel had had a 
successful meeting with Ne- 
tanyahu. If they were secret, 
Yesh Atid leader Yair Lapid 
and Public Security Minister 
Gilad Erdan wouldn’t have 
enthusiastically tweeted pho- 
tographs of their meetings, 


| 
Priti Patel 


which in both cases took place 
in public venues. 

If the professionals at the 
Foreign Office really were 
shocked by the breach of 
protocol, they would have 
demanded that Patel’s boss, 
Prime Minister Theresa May, 
call her to order the moment 
they found out three months 
ago. At the very least, they 
would have involved their 
own boss, Foreign Secretary 
Boris Johnson, who appar- 
ently had already been made 
aware of the meetings. 

Strangely, however, the en- 
tire story only came out three 
months later, leaked by anon- 
ymous sources to the BBC 


Daniel Leal-Olivas/AFP. 


and published last Friday, 
when entirely by coincidence, 
Netanyahu was visiting Lon- 
don for meetings with May 
and to mark the hundredth 
anniversary of the Balfour 
Declaration. 

So was it the actual meet- 
ings and Patel’s visit to an 
Israeli military base in the 
Golan, where Britain and 
the rest of the international 
community don’t recognize 
Israeli sovereignty, that so 
angered the Foreign Office? 
Or was it part of a wider tug- 
of-war between ministers, 
civil servants and political 
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Flag exercise, which began 
on November 2, brings sev- 
en air forces -— Italy, India, 
France, the United States, Po- 
land, Germany and Greece - 
to the Ovda base in southern 
Israel. 


This drill marks the first 
time German or French 
aircraft have trained over 
Israeli skies. It is also the 
first time that India joins 
the bi-annual exercise. 

“We are providing them 


Jack Guez/AFP 


witha high-tech playground,” 
said Col. Itamar, commander 
of the Ovda base, whose full 
name was not permitted for 
publication. 
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Fighter-jet 
diplomacy 


As symbols of raw mili- 
tary power and historical 
memories go, few things 
could have beaten the sight 
of a Eurofighter jet, carry- 
ing the cross of the Ger- 
man Luftwaffe lining up 
beside an F-15 with the Is- 
raeli Air-Force’s blue Star of 
David, before both of them 
screamed into the sky over 
the Negev Desert for an air- 
combat exercise. 

The first-ever visit of 
German warplanes to Isra- 
el was not the only historic 
sight on display this week 
at the IAF’s Ovda airbase. 
Blue Flag 2017, the largest 
international military ex- 
ercise ever to take place in 
Israel also saw the return 
of French fighter jets to Is- 
raeli skies, in the shape of 
Mirage 2000Ds. The last 
time they were here was in 
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